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Lev L. Kisselev (1936–2008)Lev Lvovich Kisselev, the Editor of FEBS Letters who
passed away on 12 April, combined in his personal attributes
an outstanding researcher, passionate about all aspects of sci-
ence, and an extraordinarily cultured man.
Levs career in science started when molecular biology in
Russia was in its infancy, and he was not just a witness but
an active participant of its development during the next 50
years – beginning from the romantic although diﬃcult time
in 1960s, its rise during the next 20 years, the crisis in 1990s
and its recovery at the beginning of this century.
Lev was born on 14th August 1936 into the family of
L.A. Zilber, a great Russian microbiologist and virologist,
and one of the founders of oncoimmunology. Levs childhood
was full of dramatic events. His father was arrested by the
NKVD (Stalins secret police) in October 1937, set free in June
1939, arrested again in October 1940 and sent to GULAG for
almost four years. In the late autumn 1941, when the Nazi
army was closing in on Moscow, he and his mother, his aunt,
and his younger brother, were taken from their country house
to a labor camp in Germany. They survived due to the wisdom
and courage of his mother V.R. Kisseleva who spoke ﬂuent
German. They were ﬁnally liberated by the Red Army in
May 1945 in Hemnitz.
Lev ﬁrst learned how to read and write when he was nine
years old. Despite this, his outstanding abilities allowed him
to enter Moscow State University at the same time as his peers.
He studied biology and was an excellent student. However,
during his second year Lev was almost expelled from the uni-
versity due to his anti-Lysenko activities. Communist Party
functionaries labeled him as a Mendelist–Morganist, i.e. a sup-
porter of the scientiﬁc ideas of Mendel and Morgan. He was
saved by the great mathematician Ivan Petrovsky, the rector
of the university at that time, who knew very well the real
‘‘worth’’ of Troﬁm Lysenko. Ironically, in 1982 the Czechoslo-
vakian Academy of Science awarded Lev Kisselev the Georg
Mendel Golden Medal for his scientiﬁc achievements. During
his senior years at the university Lev majored in biochemistry.doi:10.1016/j.febslet.2008.06.001He did his thesis work under the mentorship of Vladimir
Skulachev, then a postgraduate student of Sergey Severin.
After graduating from Moscow University, Lev Kisselev
joined the Institute of Molecular Biology of the USSR (now
Russian) Academy of Sciences, to which he was permanently
linked for his entire scientiﬁc career. He started as a research
assistant in the laboratory of Vladimir A. Engelhardt, one of
the titans of biochemistry. He considered Dr. Engelhardt his
most prominent inﬂuence in science. Rather quickly Lev
achieved independence and established his own laboratory.
Levs main areas of interest were the spatial structure of
tRNAs, the structure and function of aminoacyl-tRNA-syn-
thetases of higher organisms, and the ﬁnal step of protein syn-
thesis, i.e. termination of translation. He was the ﬁrst to
provide experimental evidence for compact folding of tRNA
and the existence of an exposed anticodon in the spatial struc-
ture of tRNA in solution; several years later X-ray analysis of
tRNAPhe conﬁrmed his early work. Lev and his team took spe-
cial pride in the discovery of the direct participation of the
anticodon triplet of tRNA in recognition by the cognate ami-
noacyl-tRNA synthetase (aaRSase). Levs lab concentrated on
mammalian tryptophanyl-RSases and through their ingenious
use of various strategies and approaches, this enzyme became
the most well-studied eukaryotic aaRSase at the time. In par-
ticular, they found that tryptophanyl-RSase forms covalent
intermediates and that in the absence of tRNA it forms
Ap3A dinucleotide, an important regulator of cell function.
Lev Kisselevs research during the last 15 years was remark-
able. He switched from the initial stages of translation to the
termination stage and made a very important contribution to
ribosomology. He and his lab identiﬁed the primary structures
and functions of two eukaryotic protein factors (eRF1 and
eRF3) playing a pivotal role in translation termination; they
characterized a structural basis for stop codon recognition
by eRF1 within the ribosome, and discovered the negative
structural elements of eRF1, limiting its recognition to one
or two stop-codons. In general Lev showed, with considerable
2344 A.A. Bogdanov / FEBS Letters 582 (2008) 2343–2344elegance, that there is profound diﬀerence in the molecular
mechanism of translation termination between eukaryotes
and prokaryotes. Lev kept working, until just several days be-
fore he passed away, on the new (non-orthodox) mechanism of
termination factor functioning. Overall, Lev authored more
than 450 full papers.
During his trips abroad for research work and conferences
Lev served as a wonderful ambassador for his country. Every-
one who met Lev was fascinated by his imagination and crea-
tivity in science, his reﬁned English and his broad knowledge
of western culture. He collaborated with many laboratories
in Europe, the USA, and Japan, and he was in deep love with
France. He visited France many times and quite a few leading
French scientists were his close friends. In the end of 1990s,
thanks to the Blaise Pascle Prize, he was able to establish a
temporary research lab in the Curie Institute in Paris. The
lab functioned for about three years with fantastic productiv-
ity. At the end of 2007 the French Government decorated
him with lOrdre des Palmes Academiques for his great service
to French science and culture.
Although protein biosynthesis remained Levs general area
of interest, his activities outside the framework of his lab were
very broad. In the 1970s he was one of the leaders of the inter-
national project ‘‘Revertase’’ devoted to the investigation of
reverse transcription. From 1992 to 2002 he was the Chairmanof the Russian Human Genome Programme and succeeded in
developing oncogenomic and bioinformatics approaches. In
1975 he founded the Russian molecular biology journal
‘‘Molekularnaya Biologiya’’, which played a very important
role in the development of this area of science in the USSR,
since access to foreign publications outside of the major re-
search centers was always limited. From 1996 to his last days
he was an extremely eﬃcient Chief Editor of ‘‘Molekularnaya
Biologiya’’ ﬁghting for high quality publications.
His wife, Dr. Ludmila Frolova, a superb scientist herself,
played an invaluable role in his life as a member of his lab,
co-author, and warm and caring person. As a close friend of
Ludmila and Lev for 40 years I always admired their knowl-
edge of modern classical music and Russian art.
We will miss Lev L. Kisselev, a great scientist and a ﬁne
man.
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